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Introduction

We propose to apply a multidisciplinary and holistic study of wild plants use
and plant-related practices as cultural phenomena in Syunik province of Armenia'.
Thus, the gap in the study of peoples' and plants' interactions as an ecological and
cultural phenomenon will be filled. There are three main reasons that make the
study of ethnobotany of Syunik of prime importance: 1) comparatively strong
preservation of traditions, including those related to the use of wild plants, 2)
biological diversity of plants, and 3) geographical and environmental diversity. The
preserved traditions will allow to document more details about certain plant-
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related practices and correlate them with the environment and particular plant
species. The high biological diversity in the region means more chances to “dis-
cover” only locally known useful features of particular plants (as a staple for food,
pharmaceuticals, dye, etc.). The geographical-environmental diversity and the
respective diversity of the vegetation types may serve as an opportunity to com-
pare cultural differences in the plant-related practices in different environments
within one region. Finally, it is possible to work with communities living in several
different ecosystems, including steppe ecosystems (e.g. Sisian); deciduous forests
(e.g. Kapan); and dry subtropical environments (e.g. Meghri). Other reasons such
as the well-documented history of Syunik province, its popularity as a tourist des-
tination and the danger that the region will be affected by the mining industry and
climate change make the above-mentioned interdisciplinary studies in Syunik
more topical.

Increasing communication with the outer world causes changes in the local
habits including the plant-related aspects of the culture. In this context the current
trends of changes in the exploitation of natural vegetal resources and interlinks
with increasing tourism flows should be an object of a special attention. And final-
ly, such study may propose recommendations for the sustainable use of natural
vegetal resources in Syunik. This is becoming an acute problem as nowadays
there is a commercialization trend in the foraging activity for wild plants in the
region.

Problem Statement and Current State of Play

The existence and activity of rural populations are traditionally strongly
dependent on the vegetal resources of the area where they live. Exploitation of the
natural vegetal resources, including the gathering, preparation and the utilization
of plants for nutritional, medicinal, construction, spiritual and other purposes is
an essential part of human culture. In fact, the traditional cuisine, folk medicine,
religious beliefs, and many other aspects of people’s material and non-material
culture were conditioned by the availability of certain vegetal resources. Along
with the geography and the climate, the vegetation (steppes, forests, deserts,
tropics, etc.) and the plant resources (food, fuel, drugs, etc.) played a key role in
the formation of civilizations and conditioned formation of certain cultures and
communities in different parts of the world. On the other hand, because of the
exploitation of environmental resources during the last 10,000 years, especially
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after the “Neolithic Revolution,” human communities affected the vegetation
around them and changed it (e.g. through deforestation, land cultivation,
desertification, etc.). Thus, it is necessary to apply a holistic and multidisciplinary
approach to the study of the exploitation of natural resources as a cultural
phenomenon. Nowadays, although peoples’ lives are not as strongly dependent on
their surrounding natural resources as in earlier times, some communities still
have a tight connection to nature, particularly to the vegetal resources in their
region. This is evident especially in rural communities in Armenia, such as the
ones in Syunik — the region of the proposed investigation.

Syunik (or Zangezour) is situated in the south of the Republic of Armenia.
The total land area of Syunik is approximately 4,500 square km (which represents
15% of the total area of Armenia, making it the second-largest province in
Armenia), and it has a population of approximately 140,000 people. Syunik region
(‘marz’ in Armenian) has eight administrative sub-regions (municipalities): Gorayk,
Sisian, Goris, Kapan, Tegh, Kajaran, Tatev and Meghri. The landscape of the
region is mountainous (the Zangezur Mountains) and mainly covered with
deciduous forests. The highest elevation is about 3,900 m, and the lowest one -
380 m, which creates evident vertical and climatic zonality starting from the dry
subtropical zone close to the bed of the Araxes River (in Meghri) to the alpine
zone on Mount Kaputjugh and Mount Gazanasar?. The region has a well-known
and comparatively well-documented ethnography and history®. Although the other
aspects of folklife, culture and history of this peculiar region were thoroughly
studied, the ethnobotanical (plant-related) part of the culture was left out of the
research field of scholars, possibly because of the interdisciplinary approach it
required.

Armenians have deep-rooted traditions of the use of wild plants that have
been documented since the Middle Ages*. The earliest known manuscripts and
publications, where information about the medicinal and aromatic plants and their
useful features are documented, belong to Eznik of Kolb, a fifth-century Armenian
Christian writer, Mkhitar Heratsi, a twelfth-century Armenian physician, and

2 Qwjwunwuh wgqguiht wwnjwu, 2007.
3 e.g. M'puropos 1891, Lhuhgywt 1969, Oppbiywt 1986.
4 Anpukst 1981; see Crenanan-Tanaunsn (2014) for detailed literature review.
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Amirdovlat Amasiatsi, a fifteenth-century Armenian physician and writer®. In the
modern times, there have been many popular and scientific articles published on
the useful features of the wild plants of Armenia®. However, the information
reported in many of them represents just a list of wild plants with a description of
the habitat and common useful features (often taken from foreign sources and
unknown to the locals), while the names of plants, their use, importance and role
in the life of the local communities often vary from region to region. The
information in some of those publications is often gathered from (or repeats)
other publications and does not represent scientific novelty. In other cases, the
studies lack either biological or ethnographical background, or sources of
information and methodology, and, thus, are incomplete. The most frequent
situation we have with earlier ethnobotanical publications is the following; many
ethnographers have touched upon the economic, medicinal and spiritual
practices, involving plants in Armenia’. However, they gathered and published
information about plants ethnotaxa (just folk names) without any biological and
ecological background. Similarly, there have been attempts to make
ethnobotanical observations by botanists®. These publications, on the other hand,
lack the necessary ethnographic and cultural bases and often represent just
simple notes about the useful features of certain botanical taxa. As a result, we
have incomplete pieces of information that cannot even be correlated with an
acceptable degree of confidence. The main problems include, but are not limited
to, the following: for the ethnographic publications, we do not know to which
plants exactly the ethnographers refer, and there is no information about the
impact of anthropological factors on the ecology of the plants. For the botany
publications, they include practically no information about the details, regional
specifics, and variations for the uses, folk names, importance, origin of

> UWdhpnnjjwpe Udwuhwgh [1482] 1926, [1469] 1940, Ywpnwuywu 1999, Vardanian
2000; Kwpnipyniuyui 1990, etc.

® Metpos 1940, Ipoccreiim 1952, 3onotHuukasa 1958, 1965, Lhuhgywt 1969, @npn-
uyws 1983, Anpukan 1981, Kwpnyeyniuyw 1990, Vardanian 1999, dwpnwuywu 2000,
Rivera et al. 2011, banosH, banasH 2013, Owwnipyu, Funpgyui 2007, 2014, Bussmann
2017, etc.

7 Pnywt 1972, Lhuhgywt 1969, Apucrosa 1990, Knpnuywits 2007, and many others.

8 fAipowenko 1941, Uwphlywi 1972, 1981, @npnuywt 1983, Ukjpnidjwi 1991, @w-
dwiywu 1999, Nwunphyw, Pwpubnuu 1999, Swwnnipyjuu, Funpgyuu 2007, Skp-Nu-
Ywuywu 2007, etc.
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knowledge/practice, cultural and ethnic attribution, recipes (food) and doses
(remedies) and many other aspects of the plants’ uses. For the last group, the
situation is even worse, when it concerns the non-practical use of plants such as
the spiritual importance and uses in religious and household rituals, as biologists
usually focus on the biological characteristics of plants, and mostly pay little
attention to their sociological characteristics or cultural uses.

Traditional ethnobotanical knowledge is at risk in Armenia, just as in the rest
of the world, and is gradually fading away because of migration, urbanization,
modernization, as well as competition with modern cuisine, conventional medi-
cine, techniques and other innovations. A lot of information, regarding the
ethnobotanical knowledge and traditions of the Armenians has been lost during
the Soviet period because this field did not receive due scientific attention, and a
considerable amount of data was not recorded or preserved. Given that in the era
of modernization traditional knowledge is increasingly fading away, urgent steps
ought to be taken in order to study, record and publish this information. Other-
wise, in the near future researchers will have to satisfy themselves with mere
guesses and suppositions or put our hopes into the imperfect hands of archaeolo-
gy and archaeobotany.

Main Aims and Objectives

The main goals of ethnobotanical study is the investigation, documentation,
preservation and popularization of the traditional knowledge, skills and experience
related to the use of natural plant resources, as well as study of changes and in-
novations in the abovementioned spheres. As a part of the Armenian cultural
heritage, traditional ethnobotanical knowledge needs protection. The protection
first of all assumes at least documentation of the knowledge and the relevant prac-
tices. There are extremely few ethnobotanical studies regarding the Armenian
ethnos and the people living in Armenia in general. The region of Syunik is not an
exception; despite its rich traditions and potential for ethnobotanical studies, it has
never been investigated.

Our preliminary studies® (2017-2021) attest that the population of Syunik
uses at least several plants for nutritive and medicinal purposes that are unknown
in other regions of Armenia and to the scientific community. Our aim is to record
and publish these “new and unknown” useful plants and, thus, complement our

° Hovsepyan et al. 2019.
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knowledge, regarding edible and medicinal plants. In the light of population
growth on Earth, discovery (for science) of unknown or only locally-known edible
plants is an important task for complementing the list of potential crops for the
future. The same concerns the tea-plants, medicinal plants and plants with other
practical uses. As our research participants often attest, those plants may heal
them or prevent their health problems in a better way than it was possible to do
using conventional drugs. The above-mentioned demonstrates the importance of
researching and recording the biodiversity of useful local plants. The study and
record of plant-related folk practices is the axial direction and goal of our
investigations. Ethnographic investigation and records, that we conduct, have
irreplaceable importance not only for the documentation of the remnants of
traditional folk practices related to foods, folk medicine, etc., but also will help
other social-cultural anthropologists to understand the current processes in the
community and the origins of the present situations and processes.

As some places in Syunik are currently amongst the most popular tourist des-
tinations in Armenia, we also study the influence of tourism on the plant-related
practices in this community. Even short visits and preliminary observations con-
firm that the cultural traditions are fading and ethnobotanical knowledge is trans-
forming. For example, the role of local restaurants and the folk markets (herbal
markets) (e.g. near Tatev monastery) in this process is evident and we aim to pay
special attention to the study of this phenomenon®.

Methodology

Taking into account the interdisciplinary nature of the ethnobotanical re-
search, combined methodology of ethnographic, botanical and ecological methods
should be implemented for the research tasks. There are widely used guidelines
and international regulations in the field of ethnobiology'' that may be used in the
field.

The primary goal of the ethnographic methodology in the context of
ethnobotanical studies is to record folk knowledge, practices and skills on the use
of wild plants. It, in turn, involves the use of various tools:

% Literature analysis — to visualize the historical and traditional coverage of
the phenomena to be explored through existing publications;

' Hovsepyan et al. 2019.
" International Society of Ethnobiology Code of Ethics 2008, Winick et al 2016, etc.
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% Qualitative research tools - in-depth interviews for the purpose of detailed
and dense registration of knowledge and skills of the key experience holders;

% Use of semi-structured questionnaires - to ensure a representative cover-
age of the local population, regarding the use of plants.

The information recorded as a result of in-depth interviews and semi-
structured questionnaires during ethnographic fieldwork may be analyzed by the
method of generalization, in comparison with the information obtained as a result
of the application of the botanical method.

The application of the botanical method aims to identify the used species,
then record the connection of various species with folk practices, and, in general,
allow the connection of the ethnographic material with specific biological species.
This approach supposes the collection and identification of plant samples in paral-
lel with and linked to the ethnographic investigation. The aim of the ecological
method is to register human-plant interactions as an example of ecological rela-
tions; it may be done through field ecological observations combined with ethno-
graphic works and further analysis.

The interviews are being transcripted and then analyzed according to the
main thematic groups: foods, drinks, folk medicine, plant gathering, fuel, tradi-
tions, tourism, prospects for sustainable development, etc. The questionnaires are
developed by presenting quantitative data to ensure the demographic representa-
tion of the data on the above-mentioned thematic groups.

In addition, social network platforms on the Internet are used. For example, a
Facebook page was created to be used for data collection (pictures, recipes, sto-
ries, ecological calendars) and completion of the users’ short surveys.

Expected Results and Discussion
What Ethnobotany May Study

We study the traditional knowledge about the foraging, preparation and use
of wild plants, the economic, socio-cultural and ecological aspects of these prac-
tices, the reasons and mechanisms for their change, the emergence of innovations
and new knowledge. The following aspects of the use of natural plant resources in
Syunik region are our study targets:

» Gathering of plants as an economic, socio-cultural and ecological phe-
nomenon,
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» Traditional wild plant-based dishes, spices and drinks (teas, alcoholic bev-
erages, syrups),
» Traditions and new phenomena in local folk medicine,
» Wild plants as a source of various dyes, plants for body care and cosmet-
ics, aesthetic and decorative importance of wild plants,
» Use of wild plants as fuel and fodder, other uses,
Plants- and agriculture-related rituals and beliefs, sacred trees,
New sources for pharmaceuticals,
Future crops,
Gastrotourism and ecotourism,
Sustainable use of natural plant resources.

YV V V V

Ethnobotanical Research Plan

We carry out the proposed research at the following main stages:

1. Collection of published and archival materials related to the topic of the
project,

2. Preparation for the research,

3. Fieldwork,

4. Processing, analysis, interpretation of the published, archival as well as the
ethnographic, botanical, and ecological data documented by us.

5. Preparation and implementation of publications and presentations at con-
ferences.

Here are the above-mentioned steps in details.

1) Collection of references

As far as we know, there are no complete published or archival materials re-
lated to the useful plants of Syunik. However, some information about useful
plants or the use of plants in the region can be found in many scientific publica-
tions on ethnography and botany, as well as on popular print sources and on the
Internet, including social networks, such as the Facebook, etc. Our team is work-
ing at libraries, archives, and on the Internet, and retrieving information on all
types of wild plant uses in Syunik, which will be further processed and presented
in conjunction with the results of our ongoing research. However, the sources
mentioned above cannot give a complete and systematic picture of any side of the
use of plants in Syunik, so we collect and document the necessary data through
interdisciplinary ethnographic field research.
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2) Research preparation

The second stage of our work was the preparation for the research. Although
we had the vision of our work before the commence of our studies, it was neces-
sary to make some structural changes, corrections, and adjustments, depending
on the analysis of the data collected at the first stage of the research. In particu-
lar, it is often necessary to revise the basic research questions, in-depth interview
questions, questionnaire for the preparation of the database, database structure,
the selection of communities, fieldwork seasons, etc. The work described at this
stage will be carried out before each fieldwork.

3) Fieldwork

We are conducting the fieldwork throughout the whole research period. In-
terdisciplinary ethnographic investigations are carried out during the fieldwork,
combining ethnography with botanical and ecological research. We try to be in
most of Syunik villages, but some villages, where there is almost no population or
no elderly people or the residents are not locals, are bypassed. In that case, addi-
tional work in a respective amount is being done in other rural communities,
where the potential for ethnobotanical research is greater. It is advisable to make
the choice or preference of certain rural communities only while working in the
region when we will get acquainted with the real situation right on the spot. We
mainly conduct the research among the rural population, because the rural popu-
lation is more involved in plant gathering and is generally more involved in plant-
related activities than the people living in urban areas. We also conduct in-depth
interviews for testing purposes among the population, residing in towns (at least
several interviews in each town) to get information and insights into rural-urban
differences and the probable consumer preferences among town residents.

During the fieldwork, the botanical-ecological observations, investigations and
the collection of plant samples are carried out in parallel with the ethnographic
investigations. The plant samples are taken from the storages of village people or
from the plants they show us in their yards or in the field. Each plant specimen we
collect gets its serial number linked to the serial number of the interview. The
location, the GPS coordinates of the plant, geographical details, vegetation type
and other environmental details required for further environmental analysis are
also recorded. The collected herbarium material is partly transferred to the Insti-
tute of Botany of NAS RA after the fieldwork.

4) Research Data Processing
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Each stage of the fieldwork is followed by the processing of the ethnographic,
botanical, and ecological data we received. In this phase, in-depth interviews are
transcribed, and the information recorded in the questionnaires are manually
imported to the database. The collected botanical material is studied, identified,
and prepared to be stored in the herbarium. The identification of the herbarium
material is carried out mainly through using the multi-volume work "Flora of Ar-
menia"'?, based on the morphological and anatomical features of the collected
plants. The herbarium material is stored under serial numbers as documentary
material so that we can return to it, check, or compare it if necessary. A general
description of certain ecological communities (phytocoenosis) is given according to
field observations and results of the collected plant material identifications. After
being collected in the database, the obtained ethnographic, botanical, and ecolog-
ical data are compared, analyzed, and a professional interpretation of the studied
situations, processes and issues are given, regarding all related scientific fields.

5) Summing up Research Data and Publication

The work on preparation of the publications and conference presentations
may begin when the fieldwork is completed at least in one community.

The ethnographic material we record as photos, audio and video is original
and factual documentation in a database that is being electronically archived and
will be preserved for the future generations as part of the Armenian cultural her-
itage.

Conclusions

The last war (2020) in Artsakh and the current geo-political situation
strengthen the importance of cultural studies in Syunik showing the Armenianness
of this region and promoting them internationally. Meanwhile, promoting and
presenting research in the humanities and social sciences outside Armenia is an
acute challenge for the Armenian scientific society nowadays. We suggest that the
research findings of scholars in the humanities and social sciences be also
disseminated through interdisciplinary studies (such as ethnobotany) as natural
sciences are more adapted to modern requirements for the publication in
international periodicals. Moreover, interdisciplinary studies are often more
popular, which makes them more demanded for publication in international and
local periodicals meant for both professional and non-professional audiences.

12 dnopa Apmenuu, T. 1-11, 1954-2009.
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U3NhLhLL E[FLNANRUULULULUL
NnrUNRULUURMNRGE3NRLLENP <BRULUUNLEND
<uvustLeusnhU

ZNUUED3UL M-
Udthnthnus

Pwbiwgh pwnbp’ bpunpniuwpwunieiniu, pniuwhwywpsnieintu, wjwunwlwu
uuntun, dnnnypnwlwt pdoynieintt, Ywyntu qupqugnud, Eyninniphgd, quuwnpn-
wniphqu:

Unwuhph Jwiph pnyubiphtt wnusynn wywunnyputiph W dkponjw gnpdpu-
pwgubtiph dhodwutwghunwywu hbGinwgnunnyejniup eny| £ tnwhu dwupwdwut
wqgquagpwlwu nbnbynieniuutip thwunwgpb) b npwup Yuwbp 2powlw dp-
swywinph nt Ynuypbinn YEuuwpwuwlywu nbuwlubiph hGw: Unhph wfuwp-
hwapwywu-puwyhdwjwlywu wwydwutubph bW pnuwlwu woluwphh puquw-
quuntpniup huwpwynpnieintt £ tnwihu <hwyinuwpbiptp nt hwunwgnptip vnw-
pwdwonpowuhg nnipu b ghnwlwu hwupnipjwut wuhwyn ogunwlwnp pnyubin,
huswbu twl hwdbdwwnb] opowuh nwppbp EYnwofuwphwagpwlwu dhowywj-
pbpnd pnyubipht wnusynn dawlyniewihtu tnwppbipniejniuutipp: Swnwund Gu
puwywt pnwwlwu nbunipuubiph 2whwgnpddwt  thnhnfunyejniiubinh, twlb
pupwghly dhunwubph nwnwuwuppnigjw fuunhpubipp' npwug ypw gpnuwiop-
onipjwl wanbgnyejut hwoywndwdp hwunbipd: Wunthtnl Ywpbh £ wnw-
ownyt| npnawyh qunwiwpubp W dpwgpbp’ Unwippnd puwlwt pnwwluw
wwownubph Yuwnw ogquwgnpddwt YyGpwpbpnwy: dbpohtu unip futnhp £
nwnuntd, pwuh np ubipluwjnwu tnwpwdwopowund npnwyhnptiu qqugynud k
wjnph pnyubiph hwywpsnigjut wnlinpwjuwgdwu dhnnid:
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CHOHUK (APMEHUA) B KOHTEKCTE NEPCINEKTUB
3THOBOTAHUYECKUX UCCIELOBAHMIA

OBCEMNAH P.

Pe3iome

Knrouesbie cnosa: 3THOGOTaHWKa, cOOBMPATENbCTBO pacTeHWid, TpagULMOHHaA
efia, HapoAHaa MeAuLIMHA, CTabunbHOE Pa3BUTUE, IKOTYPU3M, raCcTPOTYPU3M.

MexpmcumnanHapHble nccnefoBaHUA TpaguLMiA U COBPEMEHHbIX MpoLec-
COB, CBA3aHHbIX C AVKUMW pacTeHMAMN NPoBUHLMKU CHOHWK B ApMeHWK, No3so-
NAOT [OKYMEHTUPOBATb MOAPOOHbIE STHOrpadmyeckne AaHHble, CBA3aTb UX C
OKpyMatoLLleil cpefoil U KOHKpeTHbIMK Buonornyeckumun eugamun. PasHoobpa-
3ue reorpachmMyeckux 1 KnmMmaTmyeckux ycnosuii u dnopbl CroHMKa faeT BO3-
MOMHOCTb BbIABWUTb U JOKYMEHTUPOBATb MONE3HbIE PAaCTEHWA, HEU3BECTHbIE 3a
npefenamy permoHa U B TOM YuCe Hay4HOMY COODOLLLECTBY, a TaKMe CpaBHUTb
CBA3aHHbIE C PACTEHUAMMW KyNbTYPHbIE Pa3nnMyuuA B pa3HbIX 3KONOro-reorpa-
cpuyeckux cpepax camoii NPoBUHLUMKU. Mbl NnaHUpyem W3yuuTb Takie coBpe-
MEHHble TEHOEHLUN B UCMONb30BaHWUWN NPUPOAHbIX PaCTUTENbHbIX PECYPCOB U
yaenutb ocoboe BHUMaHWE BAUAHUIO Typu3mMa Ha HUX. B pesynbTate uccnepo-
BaHUA Mbl MOMEM MpPeSSIOKUTb HEKOTOPble UAEW U NiaHbl No cTabunbHOMY UC-
MoNb30BaHWIO MPUPOAHbIX pacTUTenbHbIX pecypcoB B CroHuke. [MocnepgHee
CTaHOBMTCA OCTPOI Mpobnemoil, MOCKONbKY B HACTOALLlee BpPemMA B PErMOHe
HabntofaeTca TeHAEHUNA KOMMEpLManv3aLnm LeATeNnbHOCTY No fobblye JUKnX
pacTeHuit.
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